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PA 700

Essay on Ch.3 Study Question #2

Compare and contrast “dual federalism,” “cooperative federalism,” “coercive federalism.” Describe the approach to federalism used during the Clinton presidency.


The purpose of this paper is to describe dual, cooperative, and coercive federalism as well as the compare them with each other. I will also describe the version used during the Clinton administration and its perceived efficacy. Finally, I will provide my own opinion on the various types of federalism and whether or not I agree with the methods used by the Clinton administration.
The United Stated of America functions with two levels of government, state and federal. This division of authority into two co-equal powers is the political structure called federalism. Federalism provides a variety of benefits for our country in that it permits diversity and promotes change among the many differing regions of the US. It is clear that each individual state is better able to understand their particularized situations, climates, cultures, needs, and problems. Therefore, they are given the ability to conduct local elections, establish local governments, etc. It is the powers that the federal government does not have that fall into the hands of the state government. Although that basic tenet has stayed the same over the years, federalism has proven to be fluid depending on the political climate as well as the needs of the country and individual states at the time.
As our system of government and intergovernmental relations were first developing, the United States went through a period of dual federalism, which lasted until the 1900’s. In dual federalism, there is a struggle for influence and authority between the state and federal governments. This led to a lack of communication, understanding, and cooperation between the groups, which proved to be counterproductive to say the least. Our text by Denhardt and Denhardt described this situation as a layer cake with layers of icing separating the sheets. The icing can represent the conflicts and lack of communication that prevented the sheets of cake (federal, state, and local governments) from working together or interacting.

However, there were exceptions to this lack of communication and productivity. The Morill Act was passed in 1862 and had profound effects on the future of higher education and grant making. These land grants came with requirements from the federal government on how they were to be used as well as obligatory bookkeeping practices. Although some believed that dual federalism was something to be desired, the federal government wanted to take steps to confront the new issues arising in the more urbanized culture of America. They did so by creating new grant programs, which served matters such as the construction of highways and education programs. One of the many results of the federal grants was the beginning of cooperation between the local and federal governments. 


The development of these interlocking connections between state and federal government was the beginning of the next stage in American federalism, which was cooperative federalism. This new era was primarily characterized by an increased complexity as well as an increased reliance between the groups. As opposed to the simple structure and lack of communication previously found in Dual Federalism, this proved to be very effective. Denhardt and Denhardt described this stage as a marble cake with new interconnections between local, state, and federal government rather than the layer cake used to describe dual federalism. This period was also distinguished by a new distribution of responsibilities in all directions, vertical, horizontal and diagonal.
Roosevelt’s plan for economic revival after the Great Depression is seen as the main catalyst for the advancement of cooperative federalism. Although many of the new programs ranged throughout the nation, they were carried out by each state and their localities. This led to the many interconnections and shared responsibilities between governments. Public works, work relief and employment security programs helped to strengthen the deteriorated state social service agencies after the depression.  An example of one of these programs was the Works Progress Administration, which was funded by federal money but hired state-certified employees to work for local construction jobs. The Social Security Act of 1935 provided the states with even more relief money from the federal government. The money provided help for those living in poverty, the disabled, and the unemployed. However, these grant programs did not come without stipulations. They required reports from the states outlining how the money would be used, states matching of funds, and federal reviews and auditing of the programs. Although cooperative federalism is still quite prominent in our government today, there were some major changes in American federalism in the 1990’s.

Instead of the state and federal governments working together in harmony, there began to be a struggle for dominance in domestic policy. This era was known as coercive federalism, it was a time of regulatory reform and further increases in responsibility for state and local governments. Coercive federalism began during the Clinton administration. It was during this time that there was a large variance in standpoints between the Democrat president, the Republican House and the moderate Senate. In the beginning of the Clinton presidency, the administration was typified by a sympathy for, and understanding of, state and local governments. This was likely a result of Clinton having experience as a governor. In 1993 Clinton prevented any more unfunded federal mandates with the Executive Order 12866. He also quickly instituted a system of state and local assessment of intergovernmental regulations with the Executive Order 12875.

The Clinton administration promoted the idea that decreasing federal regulations and providing the states and localities with more authority to make their own decisions would permit those closest to the issue (such as education, welfare, etc.) to better promote modernization in the policy area. Vice president Gore touched upon necessary changes in intergovernmental relations in his National Performance Review. He supported changing categorical grants into more accommodating funding streams and preventing federal mandates lacking financial support. The 104th Congress also supported the elimination of unfunded mandates, which led to the Unfunded Mandate Reform Act of 1995. This provided that any future mandates would be reviewed by the Congressional Budget Office and they would determine the cost of the mandate.
Unfortunately, toward the end of the Clinton administration, bonds with the Republican Congress began to weaken and the administration spent less time reforming public policy. Perhaps the most memorable part of Clinton’s second term is the partisan extremism that took place. Clinton was impeached and acquitted which overshadowed the actions taken to reform the welfare system and to eradicate the federal deficit. Even the governors and mayors who had once been staunch supporters of the Clinton administration began to feel differently since many of the reforms (i.e. welfare reform) put more financial pressure on state and local governments. The actual results of the push for “reinventing government,” were also questionable, but not for a lack of effort (92). Many federal agencies did execute reform plans but were then confronted with political and administrative opposition. In the end, the impeachment scandal and partisan extremism prevented the Clinton administration with moving forward with more policy reforms and left a less than desirable legacy behind.
I believe that federalism is very complementary to the political and social climate of United States since it promotes diversity and change. The fact that federalism adapts according to the current administration, changes in culture, and the needs of the citizens, supports America’s ever-changing requirements. If federalism did not change with the times, we would still be in a dual federalism with little communication between the state and federal governments and a lack of productivity. I believe that cooperative federalism was the most effective since the two co-equal powers finally came together to help those in need. It is often times of immense strife (i.e. the Great Depression) that result in the collaboration of two groups that are usually at odds. Still, the adaptability of federalism is not without flaws and there must be some trial and error since the needs of our incredibly diverse country are constantly changing. I think that the Clinton administration began by making many positive changes such as the much needed welfare reform and the elimination of the federal deficit. Unfortunately, his second term was plagued by scandal which prevented the administration from focusing on further policy reforms.
The malleability of federalism throughout the years has provided America with intergovernmental relations that morph with the needs of the country. In the formative years, dual federalism prevailed, allowing the federal and state governments to better define their individual duties and interests but allowed little cooperation between the two groups. However, The Morrill Act sparked a new push for grant programs which led to the era of cooperative federalism. This period was characterized by an increased complexity in intergovernmental relations and a new distribution of responsibilities. The 1990’s saw a new power struggle as well as partisan extremism resulting from scandal and the differing views of the President, the Republican House and the moderate Senate. Despite the eradication of the federal deficit and important reforms such as the end of unfunded mandates, those improvements were largely overshadowed by the financial concerns of the states and the impeachment (and subsequent acquittal) of President Clinton. It is my opinion that federalism is very conducive to a diverse, constantly modernizing country such as America. If we had a different system of intergovernmental relations, it is unlikely that we would have made as much progress as we have. Therefore, even though there have been some eras of federalism that have been deemed more effective than others, it should all be viewed as a series of trial and error experimentation, which will hopefully continue to improve.
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